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The Foundation of Free Expression 
 

The U.S. Constitution’s protection of freedom of ex-
pression embodies the notion that an individual’s abil-
ity to express himself freely — without fear of govern-
ment punishment — produces the autonomy and lib-
erty that promote better governance. Allowing citizens 
to openly discuss topics of public concern results in a 
more transparent and representative government, 
more tolerant ideas and a more stable society. 
 

History has shown that curtailing free expression by 
banning speech does not advance democracy. The 
drafters of the U.S. Constitution recognized that when 
governments forbid citizens from talking about certain 
topics, it often forces those citizens to discuss such 

topics secretly. By allowing individuals to express their 
opinions — no matter how much the government and 
other citizens may disagree with them — the First 
Amendment promotes transparency and social stabil-
ity. This uninhibited public debate also forces ideas 
into the intellectual marketplace, where they must 
compete with the ideas freely expressed by other indi-
viduals.[1] This competition of ideas means that infe-
rior or offensive ideas give way to better ones. 
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     American Press Institute (API) 
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Demonstrators protest during a speech by a white su-

premacist group leader in York, Pennsylvania. In the 

United States, the best way to combat offensive speech 

is with more speech. © AP Photo/Richard Vogel 

Demonstrators on opposite sides of the abortion debate 

protest in front of the U.S. Supreme Court. In the United 

States, uninhibited public debate creates an intellectual 

marketplace where ideas compete with other freely ex-

pressed ideas. © AP Photo/Gerald Herbert 
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